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Islands. If John Cabot's new land was as near to Europe as some believed, it lay probably within the Portuguese sphere, and certainly anything east of it would so lie. But that in itself was not enough to raise expectations of a short track to the spice countries, for Portugal, unlike England, was bound by the Treaty of Tordesillas, and that instrument precluded Portuguese navigation to any place west of the prescribed meridian, whether already discovered by Spain or not. Portugal, therefore, could not hope to operate a short route to Asia unless she could find one without crossing the meridian, in other words, a route northwards by the polar regions. It has already been made plain that there could be no question of a polar route to Cathay until it was realized that the new land across the Atlantic was not Cathay but something distinct from it; and for Portugal in particular it would have been entirely useless to make a circuit of the Arctic only to come round to the longitudes already allotted to Spain. If then we can discern in the Portuguese voyages any indication of a search for a polar route to Asia, we shall know that it was based on a realization of the truth that the new western land was not the coast of Asia. On the other hand, it may be that the northern and north-western lands were thought worthy of investigation simply for their own value and on the assumption that they lay within the Portuguese sphere of influence. As will be shown, there is a good deal of evidence that this motive alone was adequate, and it is a fact that Portugal was vigorously exploiting the Newfoundland fishery within ten years of its discovery.
On October 28, 1499, a month after the return of Da Gama, King Manuel of Portugal issued letters patent to Joao Fernandez.1 In consideration of the grantee's intention to discover new islands within the Portuguese sphere, he received a promise of their governorship with privileges similar to those enjoyed by the governors of Madeira and other Portuguese colonies. The application, it will be noted, is to islands, and not to any short track to Asia. But the patent is in a stereotyped form, an example of legislation by reference, and even if an Asiatic route had been contemplated, it would almost certainly have involved the discovery of islands by the way. Their exploitation would have been reckoned a sufficient reward for a man of minor status such as Fernandez. The implication is also that in his previous voyages Fernandez had not made any discoveries of note. Had he already reached Greenland we should expect it to be mentioned, but the allusion is only to future intentions, not to past achievements.
There is no record of any voyage made by Fernandez in pursuance of 1 No. 37, Letters Patent to Joao Fernandez.